If It Doesn’t Feel Right, Then It Probably Isn’t

By Lt. Jeff Schell, SH-60B 

I was listed on the flight schedule for a functional check flight on a Saturday morning. Not a good way to start the weekend, but it was a short profile on an aircraft that I had flown the day prior. Plus, the helicopter aircraft commander (HAC) was a seasoned, post-cruise HAC and I was fast approaching my final qualification as a functional check pilot. So, if the aircraft would cooperate, I would be back with my family by noon and salvage the remainder of the weekend. After the NATOPS and quality assurance briefs were complete and the appropriate parties had discussed what maintenance had been performed, the crew departed the hangar en route for the aircraft. We were certain that the aircraft would only require two inflight vibration runs to complete the FCF, but our overconfidence and complacency resulted in blindly accepting unnecessary risk.

As I started to taxi the aircraft out of the chocks for the first of what we thought would be only two flights, I felt an unusual vertical vibration. The aircraft was brought to a full stop and I asked the aircraft commander if he had felt anything out of the ordinary. “Let me take the controls and see,” said the HAC. We swapped controls and he began to taxi. Again, I felt the same vertical vibration, but the aircraft commander unfortunately did not, nor did the crewman. He directed me to take controls and taxi the aircraft to the runway. Should I recommend that we shutdown the aircraft and take the extra time to have the maintainers look the aircraft over, or should I just follow the direction of my HAC? I knew I felt something was not right, but the HAC was more experienced than I was and the group decision had been made. If they think the aircraft is safe to fly, then it must be. It would only take approximately one hour to inspect the main rotor head, but I had already convinced myself that the vibration was not going to prevent us from flying. The aircraft was taxied to the runway and readied for launch. 

After we were given takeoff clearance from tower, I pulled collective and felt the aircraft getting light. I felt the same vibration I had on the initial taxi, but I chose to fly the aircraft to see what would transpire. The HAC was certain it was nothing to be concerned over and he had the backing of the crewman. I did not want the crew to perceive me as being overcautious, and maybe the safety limits that I imposed upon myself were too conservative. As I applied takeoff power to bring the aircraft into a hover, the landing gear broke contact with the runway and then a strong one-per-revolution vibration was experienced. The aircraft started to drift aft without flight control input and I thought the horizontal stabilator was going to impact the runway. The aircraft commander took the controls and immediately applied forward cyclic to stop the drift, but this only increased the amplitude of the vibration. The HAC lowered the collective to affect the landing while slowly drifting. The vibrations ceased when all lift was removed from the main rotors, and we all breathed a sigh of relief once we were safely on deck. The aircraft was taxied to the line environment and shutdown without further incident. 

After the aircraft was inspected, it was determined that a main rotor blade anti-flap was stuck in the down position. This caused the blade to violently impact the anti-flap as it made a futile attempt to generate lift over the tail. As the HAC applied forward cyclic to stop the drift, this only demanded more lift over the tail of the aircraft and resulted in the anti-flap impacting with greater force. The HAC quickly realized that he was limited by the controllability of the aircraft and made the correct adjustments to decrease lift and vertical vibration. Final analysis: the main rotor blade would need to be removed in order to replace the pitch-change horn that was damaged due to the faulty anti-flap. This would take the technicians two days of arduous maintenance to complete before the aircraft was ready to attempt another functional check flight. If the aircraft would have been inspected when I first noticed the vibration upon taxiing, the repair would have been minimal and we would have avoided a dangerous situation.

I should have been more assertive, but instead I attempted to fly an aircraft that was not safe-for-flight. How could this have happened and what influenced my decision to attempt such a feat? We have all heard at one point or another in our flying career that if an aircraft does not feel right, then it probably isn’t. How perfectly this describes the chain of events that occurred on our fight! The decision to fly an aircraft, even when I was certain the aircraft was not capable, was driven by influences that I failed to recognize until it was too late. The intimidation of rank, the experience of a fellow pilot, groupthink mentality, and the threat of an extended workday, does not give way to sound judgment and safety-of-flight. Even if the decision to have the aircraft inspected by maintenance technicians may result in a delay or possible cancellation of the flight, the end result would have been a reduction in maintenance man-hours and increased flight safety. 

Lt. Schell is the HSL 42 Det.3 maintenance officer embarked on USS Kauffman (FFG 59).

